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Abstract: This article focuses on a transition-era short story by Achmat Dangor – 
‘Mama & Kid Freedom’ (1995) – which has thus far been wholly overlooked by 
literary scholars. The story depicts a political dystopia that is characterised by 
assassinations, arbitrary violence and the mass incarceration of those deemed to be 
homosexual. There are also clear overlaps between the eponymous character Mama 
and Winnie Madikizela-Mandela. The story reproduces the binary tropes that 
surround Madikizela-Mandela and her then estranged husband, Nelson: whereas he 
is cast as the hero of the narrative of nation-building, she is cast as its villain. In this 
article, I argue that Dangor weaves a story that pulls together two particularly salient 
transition-era political discourses: Madikizela-Mandela as a homophobic and violent 
woman, and sexual rights as a bellwether of the country’s project of democratic 
modernity. The story evidences a homonationalist logic in which the recognition or 
non-recognition of sexual rights comes to be read as the axis on which post-
apartheid democracy and human rights depend.  
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South African writing requires new forms for thinking about reality. Not history 
enclosing fictions, but fictions nudging – absentmindedly, even irresponsibly – at 
history’s outer edge. (Boehmer in Oliphant 1996, 60-61) 
 
South African writer Achmat Dangor’s most significant contributions to transition-era 
literary cultures are undoubtedly his critically-acclaimed novels, Kafka’s Curse (1997) 
and Bitter Fruit (2001), which have attracted widespread scholarly attention. 
Whereas critical reception of Kafka’s Curse has focused largely on Dangor’s 
depiction of the constructedness of racial categories and the malleability of identity,1 
scholarship on Bitter Fruit has focused on a broader range of themes characteristic 
of transition-era literature, including the discourses of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, the politics of race and identity, and the fraught relationship between 
memory and history.2 However, the scholarly attention on these two noteworthy 
novels has overshadowed three short stories by Dangor that were also published 
during this decade. In this article, I focus on one of these stories, ‘Mama & Kid 
Freedom’ (1995), which was initially published in the journal Index on Censorship, 
and later anthologised, with two other short stories, and published at the backend of 
the first edition of Kafka’s Curse. Though the short story ‘Mama & Kid Freedom’ has 
gone entirely unnoticed in South African literary criticism, it is significant for a number 
of reasons, not least because its sharply drawn literary aesthetic distinguishes it from 
the complex characterisation, interiority and productive ambiguity that characterises 
both Dangor’s contemporaneous transition-era novels and his later short story 
collection, Strange Pilgrimages (2013). More significantly, for the purposes of this 
article, is how this short story complicates the early critical genealogy of sexuality in 
the transitional literature of the 1990s, which has often tended to centre works by 
novelists Nadine Gordimer and J.M. Coetzee (Munro 2012, 173-197; Stobie 2009). 
In this article, I focus on how Dangor’s ‘fiction of anticipation’, to borrow Andries 
Oliphant’s (1996) term, brings the precariousness of sexual rights during the 
transition to democracy into dialogue with a specific period in the life and legacy of 
the late Winnie Madikizela-Mandela. I am interested as much in what this story tells 
us about discourses on sexuality during the 1990s as in how it contributes to broader 
representations of Madikizela-Mandela.  
 
Dangor’s story was published in the year between the first democratic elections in 
1994 and the adoption of the final Constitution in 1996. It reveals a conscious 
engagement with the inviolability of the then imminent cultures of human rights and 
inclusive constitutionalism. Though nationhood was a key concern in transition-era 
writing, Dangor’s short story stands apart from what Rebecca Fasselt, Corinne 
Sandwith and Khuluzaki Soldati-Kahimbaara (2018, 5) call literature’s ‘mirror[ing of] 
the proleptic, normative nation-building project’, reflecting instead the short story 
genre’s ‘ability to negotiate the shifting realities of a society in transition and 
upheaval’ (Oliphant 1996, 59). In order to defamiliarise the optimism of the transition 
by imagining what could still come, Dangor weaves a story that pulls together two 
particularly salient transition-era political discourses: Madikizela-Mandela as a 
homophobic and violent woman, and sexual rights as the bellwether of the country’s 
project of democratic modernity. This short story is a political dystopia set in an 
uncertain future in which a woman, named only Mama, works with ‘a gang of 
disaffected politicians, deposed tribal despots and unfrocked generals’ (Dangor 
1995, 110) to stage a military coup following the sudden death of the sitting 
president. 
 
Winnie-Madikizela Mandela 
 
While no actual politician is named in the narrative, the historical figures of Nelson 
Mandela and his then estranged wife, Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, increasingly 
come into view as Dangor uses an anticipatory mode to imagine what could have 
happened had Madikizela-Mandela succeeded her husband as president through a 
military coup. Though they remain fictional characters, the constitutive overlaps 
between the respective historical figures and their literary avatars are established in 
a number of ways: the eponymous title of the story gestures explicitly towards 
Madikizela-Mandela’s famous moniker as ‘Mother of the Nation’; the female 
protagonist was seemingly with the president when he died ‘in the middle of the 
night’ (p. 109); they had been geographically located in Umtata (now Mthatha) in the 
Eastern Cape, very close to the Mandela family homestead in Qunu, at the time of 
his death; and the prior release from prison of the president himself, named only as 
‘the Old President’ and ‘the Old Man’ (p. 111), was met with public displays of 
‘theatre’ (p. 109), jubilation and coincided with the end of a period of resistance to 
state harassment and surveillance (p. 111). Of course, the story is not a distillation of 
historical fact, and Dangor’s ‘Mama’ remains largely two-dimensional, inevitably 
risking a stark over-simplification of one of the most complex heroines of the anti-
apartheid struggle (see Maithufi 2018; Msimang 2018).     
 
One of the central characteristics of the political coup are the homophobic arrests 
and attacks, a state-sanctioned ‘rounding up [of] the gays’ (p. 110). And it is in this 
respect that a particular discursive construction of Madikizela-Mandela takes shape. 
During the early 1990s, Madikizela-Mandela came to be seen as an ideological 
masthead for more conservative and reactionary responses to the growing 
consolidation of sexual rights in the African National Congress (ANC). Madikizela-
Mandela went on trial in 1991 for the kidnapping and assault of anti-apartheid 
activists in 1988, an incident in which one of the detainees in her Soweto house was 
killed. The trial attracted extensive local and international media attention. By her 
own admission (Holmes 1997), it was her intention to rescue the four men from the 
home of Methodist Reverend Paul Verryn whom she accused of molesting them, an 
impulse that she tied explicitly to her persona as political mother. Shireen Hassim 
(2018, 903) explains that ‘[Madikizela-Mandela] claimed that she was guided by a 
maternal protective desire to shield the youths from homosexual corruption’. 
However, as Rachel Holmes (1997, 167) points out, not only was Verryn repeatedly 
cleared of all accusations against him, but Madikizela-Mandela’s defence was also 
based on a ‘rhetorical conflation of [consensual] homosexuality with child abuse 
[that] was taken up by large sectors of the popular media, producing a discursive 
field that fostered a climate of homophobic discourse, feeding off social phobias 
about homosexuality and anxieties about “child” sexuality’.  
 
Madikizela-Mandela’s trial generated much-publicised displays of homophobia by 
her supporters, including an infamous placard that read ‘Homosex is not in black 
culture’ (p. 173). As Brenna Munro (2012, 178) writes, ‘[d]isobedient queer children 
were met with violent mothering in the [news] that emerged from the trial, all of these 
events presenting an irresistible spectacle of black family dysfunction for the global 
media’. Madikizela-Mandela’s legal counsel was widely accused of perpetuating 
homophobia by deliberately playing with the most vile public prejudices concerning 
male same-sex sexualities (Holmes 1997), though this is an accusation that is firmly 
rejected by her advocate George Bizos (2007, 494).3 Nevertheless, the 1991 trial 
cemented in much of the public’s mind their negative perception of the woman, 
propelling the co-circulation of homophobia and Madikizela-Mandela’s apparent 
moral disapprobation that would come to characterise much of the discourses about 
her in the 1990s.  
 
Interestingly, in the period since the death of Madikizela-Mandela and the 
voluminous attempts to re-engage her legacy, her complicity in perpetuating 
homophobia in the 1990s has been largely overlooked. In Sisonke Msimang’s (2018) 
recent biography The Resurrection of Winnie Mandela, she provides a framework for 
thinking about Madikizela-Mandela’s contested legacy and tries to contextualise and 
understand many of the choices that she made. However, despite Madikizela-
Mandela’s status as a symbol of homophobia in the 1990s (Holmes 1997), Msimang 
and others are silent on this aspect of her legacy (see, for example, Mabasa 2018; 
Ngcaweni 2018; Redelmeier 2018; Devenish 2018).   
 
Homophobia as dystopia 
 
In Dangor’s short story, it is during Mama’s first public appearance after the death of 
the Old President, just before she is to board a plane, that the structuring logic of 
homophobia is first articulated. Her general, Kid Freedom, screams to the assembled 
crowd – ‘Viva Mama, Viva Freedom, Kill the faggots, kill the whores!’ – as he 
‘dance[s], a long-forgotten toyi-toyi of stamping feet and roughly swaying shoulders’ 
(p. 110). In his adulation and reverence, Kid Freedom positions Mama as the agent 
and symbol of political freedom, a freedom predicated a priori on certain forms of 
heterosexual moralism. The homophobic purge begins immediately as soon as 
Mama has flown to the capital and formally assumed power:     
 
On a night wild with the smell of rain, they began by rounding up the gays. Cars, 
trucks, vans, jeeps, seven Cadillacs bought on a junket to Detroit and marooned by 
the Old President’s rage were pressed into service. Any vehicle that the Security 
Forces could muster. People were picked up in bars and cafes, snatched from 
sidewalks where men and women foolishly felt free to stroll in the warm Spring air 
despite the talk of a coup. Others were taken from their homes, their heads covered 
with hoods. “You never know who’s homo,” a spokesman said. “It is to free us of this 
vermin.” (pp. 110-111).  
 
The violent and seemingly indiscriminate arrest of all those suspected of being 
homosexual points to an anxious and obsessive apparatus of state surveillance. This 
extract also evinces a growing complacency among rights-bearing subjects when the 
narrator states that there were those who ‘foolishly felt free to stroll in the warm 
Spring air’. 
 
The homophobic campaign continues and soon, we are told, ‘[s]omeone has 
suggested re-opening Robben Island’ because ‘[t]he jails are full’ and the ‘whole 
Cape Peninsula is full of fucking moffies’ (p. 111). Robben Island is almost 
universally associated with the apartheid government’s incarceration of those 
deemed terrorist enemies and saboteurs of the white supremacist government. In 
this appropriation of Robben Island, Dangor elaborates upon how the very notion of 
nationhood is linked explicitly to practices of exclusion in both the apartheid past and 
in his imagined future. The cyclical nature of oppression and the precarious 
positioning of sexuality in the transitional moment is further evidenced by Dangor (p. 
111) when he writes: 
 
When that suddenly familiar fanfare of crashing car doors and screaming tyres was 
over, a silence fell over the streets. The gays were gone and the rest had fled 
indoors. In darkened homes mothers counted the silhouettes of heads, 
acknowledging with startled cries the absence of a son or daughter or husband.  
 
Although the poignant sense of loss, focalised through the mothers and wives of 
those arrested in these homophobic raids, is important here, the extract is illustrative 
of something else as well. The sounds associated with a militaristic state in which 
people are abducted become ‘suddenly familiar’, an almost uncanny return of 
authoritarian rule. The narrator continues to describe the entangled cultures of fear 
and resistance that are generated by the homophobic arrests: 
 
People took to speaking in whispers and homespun codes, finding names for police 
and politicians, for jails and death, for the migratory birds who were their children or 
wives or husbands or lovers on the run. Just like the old days before the Old Man 
came out of prison. (p. 111) 
 
Homophobia functions metonymically here to gesture both to an oppressive past, 
discernible as apartheid, and the axis on which the future democratic project 
depends. Dangor’s narrator explains how the machinations of resistance politics are 
mobilised. In the story, these practices of opposition are linked explicitly to a 
generalised history of oppression even as the specificity of homophobia comes into 
view. It is significant that the nationwide and systematic arrest of ‘the gays’ – cast as 
‘vermin’ in the language of the state – in fact precedes the brutal assassination of 
Mama’s political opponents (p. 111), who include ‘[a] Deputy President, a few 
Cabinet ministers, half a dozen Provincial Premiers’ and, even more arbitrarily, ‘[a] 
secretary whose squint eyes Mama thought were an evil omen’ (p. 108). For Mama, 
the project of statehood is dependent as much on tyrannical authoritarianism and 
military and political power as it is on the removal of ‘the gays’ from a rehabilitated 
body politic.  
 
Homonationalism 
 
Jasbir Puar (2013a, 336) uses the term ‘homonationalism’ to explain ‘the 
complexities of how “acceptance” and “tolerance” for gay and lesbian subjects have 
become a barometer by which the right to and capacity for national sovereignty is 
evaluated’. In her ground-breaking book, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in 
Queer Times (2007, 4), Puar challenges what she sees as the dominant perspective 
that ‘heterosexuality is a necessary constitutive factor of national identity’. She 
explains that various capitalist and rights-orientated discourses ‘mediate’ what she 
describes as the ‘“outlaw” status of homosexual subjects in relation to the state’ 
(Puar 2007, 4). Though Puar’s argument centres on the surprising simultaneity in the 
rise of both sexual rights and conservative racist and Islamophobic discourses in the 
United States following 9/11, the notion of homonationalism is particularly useful to 
think through not only Dangor’s short story but also the place of sexuality during the 
transition to democracy in South Africa.4 Munro (2012, ix) explains that 
 
the gay, lesbian, or bisexual person […] became a kind of stock minor character in 
the pageant of nationhood in the 1990s, embodying the arrival of a radically new 
social order and symbolically mediating conflicts over race and class. The idea of 
embracing gay rights made people feel modern, magnanimous, and uniquely South 
African – at least for a while. 
 
Thus, while the recognition of sexual rights was a significant part of the nation-
building project, Dangor’s short story takes it a step further. Rather than being cast 
only as ‘stock minor character[s]’ as Munro’s historical description suggests, the 
rights of gay men and lesbian women in Dangor’s short story are the ultimate metric 
by which post-apartheid nationhood can be assessed. Surprisingly, given the context 
in which the story was published, issues of racism and race itself are entirely absent 
from the story. Instead, nationhood and sexual rights appear to be the mutually-
defining terms through which a post-apartheid imaginary is conceptualised.            
 
Heroism and villainy   
 
The story reproduces the binary tropes that surround Madikizela-Mandela and her 
then estranged husband, Nelson: whereas he is cast as the hero of the narrative of 
nation-building, she is cast as its villain. The Old President in Dangor’s story is tied to 
tropes of reconciliation when the omniscient third person narrator describes the 
villagers’ response to seeing Mama on her journey to Umtata airport: ‘They had not 
seen so much theatre since the days when the Old President was a younger man. 
Anything was better than the dull virtue of patience and restraint he had asked them 
to suffer’ (p. 109). In contrast to the virulence encouraged by Mama, the Old 
President ‘allowed none of this riotous venting of emotions, the smashing of shop 
windows, the burning of the flags of unity’ (p. 110). The Old President’s calls for 
‘patience and restraint’ and the silencing of discourses that are not assimilable to the 
reconciliatory agenda feed into the image of Nelson Mandela. In the same way, the 
figure of Madikizela-Mandela is discernible in Dangor’s description of a virulent and 
homophobic ‘famous witch’ who is apparently incompatible with the seeming 
‘righteousness of the city people’ (p. 109).  
 
But, in this fictive political dystopia, the twinning of homophobia with totalitarianism 
comes to stand in for Madikizela-Mandela’s insistences on a more radical approach 
to securing a far-reaching and conclusive end to apartheid. It is in this that Dangor’s 
story does a disservice to those voices weary of the compromises of the negotiated 
settlement. Hassim (2018) notes that there were many activists who were critical of 
the negotiations and compromises through which apartheid was ended. She writes 
that ‘[i]f Nelson Mandela became the hollowed-out icon of reconciliation, Winnie 
Madikizela-Mandela, for many commentators, came to represent the other side of 
the coin: the posterchild for revolutionary violence’ (Hassim 2018, 907). In Dangor’s 
story, although Mama and the Old President are fictional constructions, they 
nonetheless co-circulate with the existing discursive binary logic between the two 
Mandelas, a polarisation that is described by Msimang (2018, 16) as follows:  
 
Her ex-husband is a global icon – a hero to the rest of the world – but to [young 
people] he had become a symbol of capitulation. They laid their frustration and post-
apartheid dissatisfaction at his feet, and looked to her for release from the orthodoxy 
of forgiveness.   
 
For many disaffected young people in South Africa in the 1990s who invested in the 
symbolic capital of Madikizela-Mandela, as for the many villagers who come out to 
back Mama in the story, reconciliatory calls for ‘patience and restraint’ offer little 
comfort.  
 
‘Mama & Kid Freedom’ forms part of a long history of marshalling what might be 
called an aesthetics of villainy when representing Madikizela-Mandela. During both 
the apartheid era and the transition to democracy, the trope of violence in relation to 
Madikizela-Mandela has always been unfairly gendered (Hassim 2018; Msimang 
2018; Bridger 2015). Hassim (2018, 895) argues that Madikizela-Mandela ‘went 
beyond the boundaries set for women in South African liberation politics to become a 
populist leader in her own right’, often being no more violent than her male 
counterparts but held to a different standard of what constitutes anti-apartheid 
heroism (Msimang 2018, 13). Emily Bridger (2015, 448) similarly observes that 
Madikizela-Mandela’s endorsement and enactment of violence in the final years of 
apartheid is what facilitated the ‘clear transition from “mother” to “monster”’. But in 
this short story, the violence that Mama becomes associated with is not the 
understandable violence enacted against the racist structures of the apartheid 
regime. Instead, the character of Mama is cast simply as an ambitious woman biding 
her time. On realising that the Old President had died, she is said to have ‘walked 
through the moonlit rooms of the villa throwing open doors and rousing her 
entourage in a loud and sonorous voice’, loudly declaring ‘[t]he time has come, the 
time has come’ (p. 109). For Mama, the violence and homophobic purges are 
themselves mechanisms to advance her own ambitions to ascend to the presidency. 
It is clear that Mama has previously had national prominence and tentative proximity 
to political power when the narrator describes ‘a demonic brightness in her, 
recognised especially by the older hands’ (p. 109). The narrator adds that those who 
responded to her calls too slowly ‘were spurred on by kicks and the kinds of abuse 
they had not heard from her tongue for a long time’ (p. 109).    
 
It is clear that Mama has a different vision for what post-apartheid society should 
look like. In this story, the binary opposition of reconciliatory nationhood and 
revolutionary fervour weighs heavily, as the signifying system around Nelson 
Mandela (as the custodian of inclusive constitutionalism, democracy and human 
rights) contrasts Madikizela-Mandela as the bearer of all that is negative; Mama in 
the short story is a violent woman committed to the indiscriminate purge of ‘gays and 
lesbians’ from society. This binary is consistent with sexual rights discourses as they 
coalesced in the 1990s, as Holmes (1997, 163) explains: 
 
In 1991 the ANC Constitutional Committee included a clause in the draft bill of rights 
that outlawed discrimination and harassment on the basis of sexual orientation. In the 
same year, the Winnie Mandela trial became the occasion for widely disseminated 
public statements that discriminated against homosexuality and precipitated anxieties 
about the status of lesbian and gay rights in the ANC, whatever the official policy 
commitments. 
 
Holmes (p. 178) adds that ‘the models of comradeship exhibited in the Winnie 
Mandela trial […] attempted to place the presence of homosexuality on the “outside” 
of such a[n] [idealised] model of national belonging’. It is this positioning of 
Madikizela-Mandela, as an exemplar of violence and virulent homophobia and an 
outlier to the ANC’s official support for sexual rights, that is the backdrop for 
Dangor’s short story. 
 
Race  
 
As noted above, issues of race do not receive attention in the story. This sets the 
story apart from Dangor’s own oeuvre, which tends to both foreground and 
destabilise racial taxonomies. In a way, it also marks a point of rupture in transition-
era writing by canonical authors for whom historical and contemporary constructions 
of race are recurring themes. Within the homonationalist logic of Dangor’s story, 
apartheid’s legacy of structural racism is not a dominant feature, nor is racial 
reconciliation and truth-telling the key metrics through which inclusive democracy 
and human rights cultures can be assessed. Similarly, unlike the raciology that 
underpinned the discourses of African heterosexual ‘authenticity’ that were mobilised 
during Madikizela-Mandela’s 1991 trial – which ‘attempted to demarcate 
homosexuality by racially marking it as a form of deviance tainted by whiteness’ (p. 
178) – the short story is silent on the vexed relationship between sexuality and race. 
Same-sex sexuality, in other words, is not purged as a proxy for white culture or 
western cultural imperialism, but for its own sake, a metonymic singularity in the 
political logic of this imagined future. It should be remembered that this story was 
published before the widely publicised homophobic comments in 1996 by then 
Zimbabwean President Robert Mugabe which established homophobic vitriol as a 
harbinger of African despotism, a rhetorical-ideological convergence that has since 
been used to legitimise authoritarian rule by Uganda’s Yoweri Museveni, Namibia’s 
Sam Nujoma, Kenya’s Daniel Arap Moi and others (see Zabus 2013, 2-3). Dangor’s 
short story offers a speculative foreshadowing, then, of how sexual rights can 
become entangled within authoritarian reconfigurations of statehood in postcolonial 
Africa.  
 
Displacing the centrality of race in nationalist discourses of the 1990s radically 
defamiliarises the transition to democracy, as Dangor pushes the limits of what 
Munro (2012, viii) describes as ‘the deployment of the figure of the gay person as a 
symbol of South Africa’s democratic modernity’. Replacing race with sexuality brings 
the moral urgency of anti-homophobic work into far sharper relief, drawing on the 
imperatives of anti-racist work that guided the anti-apartheid movement. In other 
words, the anti-apartheid movement’s history of instilling in public discourse a fairly 
advanced notion of injustice is expanded beyond the prism of race, evidencing an 
inherently inclusive elasticity in how human rights are conceptualised. This is a 
powerful intervention, even as the textual erasure of race risks producing an 
ahistorical and decontextualised rendering of histories of both race and sexuality. 
 
The absence of racial identities and discourses about racialised privilege and power 
in Dangor’s imagined future also situates this story interestingly in relation to the 
broader genre of South African dystopian writing. Unlike ‘Mama & Kid Freedom’, 
much South African dystopian writing centres on ‘the dramatic reversal of fortunes of 
white South Africans’ (Titlestad 2015, 35) during the transitional and post-transitional 
periods. Michael Titlestad (p. 31) explains the characteristics of this significant genre 
of writing:  
 
This literature runs against the prevailing ideological grain: it does not subscribe to 
the triumphalist narrative of the struggle against injustice and the miraculous 
transformation of South Africa. It stages itself as presenting a sobering rejoinder, if 
not an outright pessimistic counterpoint, to the story of the transfiguration of the 
nation from international pariah to moral beacon, now shining its light into the racist 
recesses of the world. 
 
Titlestad tracks the development of this genre over several decades, and warns that 
there is a ‘reactionary’ element to this body of ‘white writing’ that comprises 
‘jeremiads depicting the collapse of the South African state’ (p. 31). Rooted in 
discourses of Afropessimism, the texts that Titlestad identifies as falling into this 
category include Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People (1981), J.M. Coetzee’s The Life & 
Times of Michael K (1983), Lester Venter’s When Mandela Goes (1997), Robert 
Kirby’s Songs of the Cockroach (2002) and Eben Venter’s Afrikaans novel 
Horrelpoot (2006). But Dangor’s story reworks this literary genre: while his writing 
reveals a cautiousness about the gains of the transition, it is not white people who 
are at risk should there be a reversal of a rights-based discourse. Instead, this 
author, a significant anti-apartheid activist, decentres the hegemony of race in South 
African history, distilling a prevailing anxiety about the tentative human rights and 
democratic gains into the ‘gays and lesbians’ who are the subjects of Mama’s wrath.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The 1990s had seen Madikizela-Mandela functioning as an important figure through 
whom an alternative future could be imagined. But Dangor’s story reworks 
Madikizela-Mandela into a far more spectral figure, malicious and ambitious in equal 
measure. That is, whereas much of the literature of the transition ‘commandeer[ed] 
women’s bodies and den[ied] the more messy aspects of their legacies that cannot 
be neatly enfolded with the nationalist script’ (Samuelson 2007, 2), Dangor’s story 
does the opposite: it deploys a reductive figure of Madikizela-Mandela to draw 
together the anxieties over both a violent revolution and the precariousness of sexual 
rights in the transition, evidencing a homonationalist literary project long before the 
language of homonationalism had entered into our critical vocabularies.  
 
There is also something of an engaged bluntness in Dangor’s story as he 
reproduces the binary logic through which Madikizela-Mandela had been 
represented, in which a more radical and decisive end to the structural inequality of 
apartheid’s social and economic system is conflated with indiscriminate violence, 
authoritarianism and homophobia. In other words, while revealing concerns about 
the precariousness of the transition, the story also uses the theme of homophobia in 
order to advance the discourse that the negotiated settlement was the only option. 
The nature of the negotiated settlement fossilises in the story in the Old President’s 
insistence on ‘patience and restraint’ and prohibitions on symbolic and actual 
violence. Dangor’s story thus reflects Hassim’s (2018, 909) assertion that 
Madikizela-Mandela ‘stands as the sentinel for the radicals who see in the transition 
to democracy a defeat of the revolution, not its victory’. The alternative to this view, 
according to Dangor’s story, is characterised by arbitrary abuse of power, the 
assassination of political opponents, and corruption, all of which become 
concentrated in the trope of violent homophobia. And it is in this that the character 
Mama becomes a caricature of Madikizela-Mandela, vested with the activist’s 
reputation for violence and homophobia but shorn of the ideological urgency and 
political purpose that shaped many of her actions. 
 
      
Notes 
 
1. See, for example, Frenkel (2010, 88-110), Kruger (2002), Munaro (2018, 43-
46), Sarinjeive (2002), and Sastry (2002). 
2. See, for example, Akpome (2013), Barris (2014), Bystrom (2010, 147) Davis 
(2013, 800), Frenkel (2010, 88-110), Graham (2008), Gready (2009), Miller 
(2008), Oboe (2007, 73), Propst (2017), Steiner (2012), and Strauss (2008). 
3. Bizos (2007, 494) acknowledges this when he writes: ‘The gay community 
and some editors accused us of mounting a homophobic defence. I believe 
our defence was justified by the findings of the […] Appeal Court’. On appeal, 
according to Bizos (p. 494), it was found that there was evidence that 
Madikizela-Mandela was genuinely concerned about the molestation of male 
youths, and her sentence was considerably reduced. 
4. Writing elsewhere, Puar (2013b, 25) explains that ‘homonationalism is the 
concomitant rise in the legal, consumer and representative recognition of 
LGBTQ subjects and the curtailing of welfare provisions, immigrant rights and 
the expansion of state power to engage in surveillance, detention and 
deportation. The narrative of progress for gay rights is thus built on the backs 
of racialised and sexualised others, for whom such progress was either once 
achieved but is now backsliding or has yet to arrive’. 
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